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never take sweatbaths in mixed company, and they cover their gen-
itals with their hands until they are safely within the darkness of
the sweathouse. A mother continues to wear her dress during child-
birth, even though only women are present. Intercourse seldom
takes place except under cover of darkness and with very little dis-
robing. Indeed it is widely believed that a man who looks upon the
sex organs of a woman will be struck by lightning.
Perhaps the most general Navaho concept of sex may be expressed
as power-danger. This is the reason for the emphasis upon contin-
ence during war and hunting activities and in connection with
other ceremonials. The old taboo upon intercourse for the first four
nights of marriage was probably based on the feelings that sex is so
powerful and so dangerous that one must show self-control for a
while before venturing the risks. The parallel to ceremonial power
is very close. Navahos want and value both powers, but they must
be prepared for and guarded against with many precautions and
restrictions. Like other strong things, in the Navaho way of think-
ing, sex is a two-edged sword.
This concept of sex is imparted to children very early in life. As
we saw in the preceding chapter, children who are approaching the
age when they might indulge in heterosexual activities are frequently
and strongly warned against them.
We tell even little children that boys and girls must not touch each
other. They can play together but they must not touch each other. We
say to the girl that a boy may bite her ear off, or the boy may get mad
and break her head with a stone.
Small boys are sometimes told that the girl's vagina will bite oflF or
injure the penis, and it is significant that one of the best-known
Navaho myths is that of the vagina dentata. All such warnings,
which might be motivated only by the practical consideration of
protecting immature children from too much sexual experimenta-
tion and preventing pregnancy in adolescent girls, stress the danger
of sex and are couched in terms that might implant a lasting un-
easiness about the sex act.
Sex is the subject of patterned jokes between certain classes of
relatives, and words and topics which would be beyond the pale in
mixed white society abound, but sexual activity is not a subject for
idle boasting among Navahos. Except when under white influence,